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Graham: Florida Politics and the Tallahassee Press

FLORIDA POLITICS
AND THE TALLAHASSEE PRESS, 1845-1861
by T HOMAS S. G RAHAM

I

1849, THE EDITOR of the Tallahassee Floridian & Journal,
one of the state’s leading newspapers, recommended the compilation of Florida’s news journals so that future historical researchers would be furnished with “extensive and otherwise unattainable data for correct history of opinions and events.” 1 Today the common use of newspaper materials in the writing of
history has amply validated the perceptiveness of the editor’s foresight, and while the newspapers of the ante-bellum era have
proved useful in writing history, they have also been found to be
fascinating and worthy of study in themselves. The Floridian &
Journal and its foremost rival the Tallahassee Florida Sentinel
are outstanding examples of the state’s newspapers in the period
from Florida’s entry into the Union in 1845 to her secession from
the United States in 1861. Because of their political orientation,
these publications are not nearly so valuable as sources for data
on events as they are for information on the course of state politics. The primary purpose of these journals was the dissemination
of partisan material for a political party, rather than the circulation of general news stories. In fact, the newspapers were a functional mechanism in the machinery of the state’s parties. They
did not conceal their party affiliation; they openly proclaimed it
and took pride in the stanchness with which they supported their
party’s position.
From 1837 to 1848, the Floridian’s editor was Samuel S.
Sibley, a native of New Jersey who became a well-known public
figure in Tallahassee and an influential leader in the Florida
Democratic party. 2 As editor, he maintained a firm stand on
Democratic principles and repeatedly clashed with the editor of
N

1. Tallahassee Floridian & Journal, January 20, 1849.
2. Sibley was a colonel in the Florida militia. After his departure from
the Floridian in 1848, he went to Savannah, Georgia, to become
editor of the Georgian. He subsequently went into business in
Savannah and died there in 1858 at the age of fifty after a prolonged illness.
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the Sentinel in agitated editorial debates. The Sentinel was directed at the time by Joseph Clisby, a man whose dedication to the
cause of the Whig party of Florida matched Sibley’s adherence to
that of the Democratic party. 3 The state was not yet a year old
when Sibley and Clisby began exchanging verbal blows through
the columns of their papers over the results of the congressional
election of 1845. The controversy began when late election
returns reversed the accepted result of the balloting and gave the
Democratic candidate, William Brockenbrough, a slim majority
over the Whig nominee, Edward Cabell, who had already gone to
Washington to take his seat. After a heated argument over election statistics and the action which Congress subsequently took
in settling the dispute, the Sentinel was forced to accept Brockenbrough’s victory. 4 In succeeding years, Sibley published Democratic essays on the merits of a low national tariff to counter
Clisby’s Whig statements extoling the benefits of a high tariff;
the approach of war with Mexico found Sibley taking the side of
aggressive expansionism, while Clisby spoke for restraint in our
foreign affairs.
When Clisby left the Sentinel in 1853, the Floridian complimented, him by saying that “to him, more than to any other
man of his party in the State, are the Whigs indebted for the
reasonable share of success which has heretofore attended them.” 5
Clisby’s successor was B. F. Allen, a bachelor whom the Floridian
characterized as a Whig but “not an ‘ultra’ one.” 6 The editor of
the Floridian & Journal in 1853 was Charles E. Dyke, who had
joined Sibley as co-editor in 1847, and, with the exception of the
years 1855-1857, continued as proprietor of the Floridian up
through the beginning of the Civil War. 7 Allen and Dyke had
3. Clisby acquired the Sentinel in 1843, and was its sole proprietor
until 1853.
4. Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, March 3, 1846.
5. Tallahassee Floridian & Journal, December 31, 1853. Two years
after his departure from Tallahassee, the Sentinel noted with displeasure that its erstwhile editor had become a Democrat and had
purchased the Macon (Georgia) Daily Telegraph. Clisby explained
his actions by saying that changing times had made the Democratic
party the best hope for conservative government.
6. Ibid., January 7, 1854.
7. When Charles Dyke became co-editor of the Floridian in 1847, he
had already been associated with that newspaper for seven years.
Beginning as printer’s devil, he had worked with all phases of the
paper. In 1855, he sold the paper, explaining that the rigors of the
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occasion for hot editorial exchanges which resembled the earlier
feud between Clisby and Sibley. In 1858 the Floridian published
a letter from a critical citizen who spoke of the Sentinel’s editor
as a “miserable old, bald-headed mischief-maker.” 8 Allen maintained a steadfast opposition to the Democratic party even though
the exact political affiliation of his paper blurred with the demise
of the Whig party. Allen retired from the Sentinel in 1859,
and the following year ran for United States Congress, but he was
defeated by R. B. Hilton, former co-editor of the Floridian. 9
Although the editors of Tallahassee’s newspapers were occasionally called upon to become party candidates, their customary
role during election years was that of party advocate. 10 In the
months preceding an election, the papers devoted half their space
to campaign literature, and the price of subscriptions was reduced
to the level of cost in the hope of spreading the party line to more
readers. 11 The editors sometimes presided over local political
meetings or took the stump to speak at campaign barbecues. The
newspapers usually took the lead in determining the location and
date of party conventions, sometimes several papers suggesting
editorship had caused his health to deteriorate, but two years later
he was again editor of the Floridian, which he considered “a kind
of pet.” He was a delegate to the Democratic national convention in
1860, and after the Civil War, he became a strong leader of the
Florida Democratic party.
8. Ibid., October 16, 1858.
9. The following men were associated with the Floridian & Journal
as coeditors: R. B. Hilton (1848-1851), A. E. Maxwell (18481849), and James S. Jones (1855-1859). R. B. Hilton (who had
changed his legal name from Smith) was one of the founders of the
Southern Journal, a pro-Democratic newspaper which began printing
in Tallahassee in 1856. The Journal was merged with the Floridian
in 1849, and thereafter the newspaper was officially known as the
Floridian & Journal. In 1851 Hilton went to Savannah to work
with Samuel Sibley at the Georgian. Later, he opened a law practice
in that city, moving from there to Jacksonville, and finally back to
Tallahassee. A. E. Maxwell became a coeditor of the Floridian in
1849 when it was merged with the Journal. He ran unsuccessfully
for the Florida senate in the fall of 1849, and left the newspaper
shortly thereafter. In 1852 be was elected to the United States
House of Representatives. James S. Jones, who was formerly editor
of the Tampa Peninsular, became editor of the Floridian in 1855,
when Dyke left the paper. In late 1857 Dyke repurchased halfinterest in the paper from Jones and became associate editor. Jones
left the Floridian in 1859 to go to the Pensacola Observer.
10. A. E. Maxwell of the Floridian ran unsuccessfully for the Florida
senate in 1849, and was elected to Congress in 1852. R. B. Hilton
defeated B. F. Allen in the 1860 election for congress.
11. Tallahassee Floridian & Journal, July 15, 1854.
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alternative proposals before one was decided upon. In 1858 the
Sentinel accused the Floridian’s influential editor, Charles Dyke,
of calling the state’s Democratic convention himself, but the
Floridian replied: “The Floridian has no authority to ‘call’ a Convention. But it did precisely what has been done on other similar
occasions : suggested the propriety of holding such a meeting, and
‘called’ on the Democratic press throughout the State for their
views on the subject.” 12
While election editorials were interesting, the questions raised
were seldom as controversial as the wrangle in 1845, when Brockenbrough disputed Cabell’s election. The regularly scheduled
congressional election of 1846 followed closely upon the heels
of the decision to give Brockenbrough Florida’s house seat. In this
contest Cabell was the uncontested nominee of the Whig party,
but the Democrats dropped Brockenbrough in favor of William
A. Kain after he failed to gain the support of two-thirds of the
delegates at the Democratic caucus. Surprisingly, the Sentinel did
not attack Kain and even printed one of his speeches. 13 The
paper’s unusual deference toward the Democratic candidate may
have been a result of its confidence in its party’s ability to elect
Cabell, but, in any case, it is a fact that the Whigs won a smashing
victory in Leon County in October 1846. The following year, the
Whigs continued their successful ways by winning majorities in
both houses of the state legislature.
In that year, 1847, the Whigs also found the man whom they
would make president in the next national election. The steady
stream of articles on the exploits of General Zachary Taylor which
began to appear in the Sentinel was accepted by the Floridian as
the opening move to give Taylor the Whig nomination for the
presidency. 14 The Floridian’s expectations were fulfilled in February 1848, when the Florida Sentinel added a notice to the masthead of its editorial column reading, “For President of the United
States, Major Gen. Zachary Taylor.” 15 The rival papers believed
that the candidates’ stands on slavery would be the principle issue
during the ensuing contest between Taylor and the Democratic
nominee, Lewis Cass of Michigan. The Democrats questioned
12.
13.
14.
15.

Ibid., March 20, 1858.
Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, August 18, 1846.
Tallahassee Floridian, April 2 4 , 1 8 4 7 .
Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, February 15, 1848.
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Taylor’s “safeness” on the slavery issue, and the Floridian claimed
that the Whig vice-presidential candidate, Millard Fillmore, was
“in favor of abolishing Slavery in the District of Columbia.” 16
The Whigs also resorted to racial bias appeals in order to sway
votes; the Sentinel reported an incident which allegedly occurred
while Cass was governor of Michigan in which a white man had
been sold as a servant to a Negro. 17
During the summer a letter appearing in the Sentinel optimistically predicted a Whig victory on both the state and national
levels. 18 The Floridian, on the other hand, demonstrated a lack
of enthusiasm which seemed to be well justified when the Whigs
gained sweeping successes in the state elections held in October.
It continued in the doldrums during the month leading up to the
national election. Admitting that the Democratic party was
plagued with internal differences, the paper made a forlorn effort
to rally support for Cass. 1 9 The expected news of Taylor’s victory
was taken calmly by the Floridian, although it remained critical of
Fillmore. 20
The prominence of the slavery issue in 1848 foreshadowed
the growing concern over the effect which the slavery controversy
would have on the future course of events as the country expanded westward. The controversy reached crisis proportions in 1850,
and it became a major issue in the congressional elections that
year. While both the Florida Sentinel and the Floridian & Journal
talked of the rights of the South and of the possibility of secession,
they denied that they wished to see the Union smashed. While
the Sentinel demanded that the North make immediate concessions so that a compromise might be reached, 21 the Floridian
adamantly opposed a compromise and maintained that unless the
South firmly defend its rights, it would be forced into a comer
where eventually “the only alternatives left us will be DISUNION
OR ABOLITION.” 22
When a compromise was effected, the Whigs welcomed it as
the basis for a lasting peace among the states; the Democrats deIbid., July 1, 1848.
Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, August 1, 1848, reprinted from the
New York Evening Post.
Ibid., February 29, 1848.
Tallahassee Floridian, October 6, 1848.
Ibid., December 11, 1848.
Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, March 5, 1850.
Tallahassee Floridian & Journal, November 2, 1850.
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nounced it as a southern defeat. 23 The emotional atmosphere
cleared somewhat the following year, and the Democrats admitted
that the South should not talk anymore of secession until the
North gave it further reason for doing so. 24 By 1852 slavery
and southern rights were only seldom mentioned in the Tallahassee papers.
The election of 1850 resulted in a split decision: the Whigs
re-elected Edward Cabell to the house and the Democrats elected
Stephen R. Mallory of Pensacola to the senate. Two years later,
the Florida Whigs, which had experienced considerable success
since 1847, suffered a rout in both the state and national elections, foreshadowing the party’s demise. Not only did their candidate, George T. Ward, lose the governor’s race to James E.
Broome, but they also lost seats in congress and the state legislature, and their presidential candidate, Winfield Scott, was defeated by Franklin Pierce, the Democratic nominee. The Whigs,
styling themselves the Party of the Union, frequently referred to
Broome’s advocacy of secession two years earlier. 25 This tactic
was tied in with their national unity campaign and their support
of the Compromise of 1850 as the “final settlement and adjustment of the questions involved in them.” 26
In the presidential contest both newspapers traded the accusation that the opposition’s candidate was anti-slavery, but the
Democrats could also criticize Scott for his “infinitely humiliating
27
During the Second Seminole
insult to the people of Florida.”
War, Scott had tactlessly claimed that the people of Florida had
been seized by panic and that they “could see nothing but an
28
The Floridian in 1852 reminded FloIndian in every bush.”
ridians of this slur, and all that the Sentinel could do was to print
a letter of apology from General Scott saying that he had been
given incorrect information at the time. 29
The Whig defeat in 1852, and the deterioration of the party,
caused the Floridian on several occasions to note that “what was
once known as the Whig party has ceased to exist.” 30 While the
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, September 24, 1850.
Ibid., October 22, 1851.
Ibid., September 28, 1852.
Ibid., June 1, 1852.
Tallahassee Floridian & Journal, July 31, 1852.
Ibid., July 31, 1852.
Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, July 31, 1852.
Tallahassee Floridian & Journal, July 17, 1854.
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Sentinel acknowledged that there was dissention within the party,
it still claimed to speak for the Whigs, and as late as 1854 it announced that former Governor Thomas Brown was the party’s
candidate for congress. 31 Brown was defeated by incumbent
A. E. Maxwell and later ran an unsuccessful race as Whig nominee for the senate.
In late November 1852, the Sentinel, without added editorial
comment, printed a story which pictured the Know Nothing party
as a vigorous, conservative party having sound attitudes toward
slavery. 32 In succeeding months, the Sentinel slowly moved itself
into the camp of the American party, despite invitations by the
Floridian asking it to join the Democratic ranks. 33 By the fall of
1855, the Sentinel considered itself a Know Nothing newspaper.
Its editor, B. F. Allen, presided over the meeting at which the
Whigs of Leon County officially became a part of the American
party. 34 The Floridian declared that the Know Nothing party
was “neither more nor less than the old Whig party in disguise,” 35
and, as the election year of 1856 approached, it stepped up the
attack, pointing out that already the party was losing popular
support, particularly in the North where the “Black Republicans”
36
In May 1856 the Floridian
had captured large followings.
reported that the Know Nothing party had “evidently collapsed in
37
However, that fall the party ran a
this County [Leon County].”
slate of candidates in both the national and state elections.
The state elections were a clear triumph for the Democrats;
they swept both major state contests and placed a lopsided twoto-one majority in the legislature. In the interim between the state
and national elections, the Floridian appealed to the Whigs and
Know Nothings to join the Democratic party, 38 and following
Buchanan’s election, the paper predicted “that the great mass of
the Whig and Democratic parties will now be consolidated.” 39
The Sentinel, however, continued to claim that it spoke for the
Know Nothings until that party undeniably had passed from the
Tallahassee Florida Sentinel, July 4, 1854.
Ibid., November 28, 1854.
Tallahassee Floridian & Journal, August 11, 1855.
Ibid., October 20, 1855.
Ibid., May 19, 1855.
Ibid., December 29, 1855.
Ibid., May 3, 1856.
Ibid., October 25, 1856.
Ibid., November 22, 1856.
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scene; then the former Whigs of Florida became known simply
by the Democrats as “the opposition.” 40
Following the election of 1856 the Tallahassee papers found
little to become excited about in reporting national developments.
The Florida congressional election of 1858 resulted in a predictable Democratic victory. The Dred Scott decision was announced
in March 1857, but it elicited only sparse editorial comment. 41
Hope was raised that the spreading network of railroads and telegraph lines would bring a new unity to the whole nation, and
editorials expressing unqualified patriotism for the Union and
faith in the sound judgement of a law-loving nation appeared. 42
This tranquil attitude continued in the Tallahassee papers
until October 1859, when the Floridian described the “Terrible
Insurrection at Harper’s Ferry.” 43 The Floridian made no editorial
comment, but the significance of dispatches from Harper’s Ferry
must have been clear to all Southerners; a month later, Leon
County began formation of two volunteer militia units. Still, the
Floridian wrote of unity and patriotism, although it was now
speaking from a sectional viewpoint. Southern rights and protection of property became vital concepts again-concepts that seemed threatened by the newly-powerful Republican party.
In 1860 the Floridian supported the presidential candidacy
of John C. Breckenridge, who had been nominated in Baltimore
by errant Southern Democrats after dissolution of the Democratic
national convention. The Sentinel, backed by old-line Whigs,
endorsed the Constitutional Union party and its candidate, John
Bell of Tennessee. The Sentinel viewed the split in the Democratic party as fatal to that party’s chances for victory, and it
urged the Floridian to join in support of the Constitutional Union
party. 44 When the Floridian refused, the Sentinel labelled the
Democrats the party of disunion, even though it had itself predicted that decisive action would be necessary if slavery were not left
unmolested. 45 Indeed, the Floridian did not deny the Sentinel’s
charge, declaring that disunion was better than submission. 46
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
ibid.,
Ibid.,

December 27, 1856.
March 14, 1857.
January 17, 1857.
October 22, 1859.
May 19, 1860.
April 21, 1860.
July 7, 1860.
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As expected, the Democrats carried Florida in 1860, but even
before balloting had begun in the national contest, the Floridian
conceded defeat. 47 When the announcement of Lincoln’s election
reached Tallahassee, the Floridian called it “the beginning of the
end. . . . There is no longer any uncertainty, Sectionalism has
triumphed at last, and now the question comes up, in view of
the result so threatening to the peace and happiness of these
States, WHAT IS TO BE DONE ? We say Resist.” 48 The paper
brushed aside arguments for moderation which asked for faith in
the promised conservatism of Lincoln; 49 likewise it avoided the
question of secession’s constitutionality. Regardless of the legality
of his acts, the Floridian argued, “every man feels that he has a
God-given right to protect his life and his property when the
Government fails to do it for him, and if, in the exercise of this
right, war ensues, he will not shirk from his duty, let the consequences be what they may.” 50
On November 17, 1860, the Floridian called for a public
meeting to be held in the capital square in Tallahassee for the
purpose of discussing the need for “prompt and decisive action in
consequence of the election of Lincoln.” 51 Two weeks later it
called for Florida’s immediate secession; further delay, it felt,
would only increase the probability of a long and bloody war. 52
The same issue of the Floridian carried Governor Madison S.
Perry’s call for a state convention to consider Florida’s future program of action. On January 10, 1861, the secession convention
took the step which the Floridian and the majority of Florida’s
citizens had insisted on and declared Florida an independent
nation.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.

Ibid.,
Ibid,,
Ibid.,
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.,

November 3, 1860.
November 10, 1860.
November 17, 1860.
December 1, 1860.
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